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Field Notes:                                                                                                       October 29, 2001 
 
UNR cotton is yielding well… 
 
By:  Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture 
Mississippi State University Extension Service 
 
 Ultra narrow row (UNR) cotton was planted on about 250 acres in Attala County this 
year, and on several hundred more acres in this part of the state.  Several thousand acres were 
planted statewide.  The idea of planting cotton in row spacings of 7 to 10 inches instead of the 
more traditional 38 or 40 inches is not really new, however it has generated more interest in the 
last few years.  The system has been used in the more arid parts of the Cotton Belt like northern 
Texas and Oklahoma for many years.  
 Cotton has been grown on “standard” 38 to 40 inch rows in Mississippi since the crop 
was first introduced to this area, and because of this most people are surprised to see cotton 
planted any other way.  The standard row width is not a requirement for cotton plants; rather it is 
a requirement for mechanical cultivation.  The cotton plant will produce well when planted in the 
narrower spacing, however this spacing does not allow for the use of traditional cultivation for 
weed control.   
 Weed control is a primary consideration for cotton, or any other field crop, so the 
problem of weeds must be addressed by some other means in UNR cotton.  Selective herbicides 
must be used as an alternative means of eliminating the problem of weeds.  Unlike the attempts 
to grow cotton with this system in earlier times, we now have herbicides that will control weeds 
without harming cotton plants.  Not only have improved herbicides been made available; new 
cotton varieties that are tolerant to potent herbicides like Roundup and Buctril are also now 
available.  With these varieties, farmers can spray everything in the field without damaging the 
crop.  
 UNR cotton has a definite “niche” in the cotton industry, in that it performs well on 
marginal soils.  It is suited to land that does not normally grow a large stalk since the “stripper” 
type harvester used in this system operates best with small to medium height plants.  The idea 
here is to utilize the soil that is normally between rows as a way of increasing yield.  On better 
soils, the plants are able to utilize this area by growing a large plant, however on poorer land the 
addition of more plants allows the crop to be more productive. 
 Since plants in the UNR system are much closer together, each plant has only to produce 
a few bolls in order to yield well.  With plant populations ranging from 80,000 to 120,000 per 
acre, UNR plants need only produce one or two bolls each in order to yield one bale per acre.  
This compares to populations of 30,000 to 40,000 in the standard row system in which plants 
must produce 5 to 7 bolls each in order to yield one bale per acre.   
 Although much of Mississippi’s cotton producing areas have suffered the effects of 
extensive boll rot this year, the region including the hill sections of Montgomery, Carroll, 
Holmes, and Attala Counties have fortunately escaped the worst of this problem.  Because of 
this, local cotton yields may be some of the best in the state this year.  Yields ranging from 750 
to 1250 pounds are being reported from traditional row cotton this year, and UNR cotton yields 
appear to be just as good as the standard row cotton.   The ironic thing about this is that the UNR 
cotton is being grown on “less-desirable” land that is usually planted to soybeans, a lower value 
crop, and in some cases on land that has not been farmed at all in many years.  The UNR system 
actually seems to prefer sloping or hilly fields that are planted without tilling the soil at all.   
 Everything is not “rosy” for UNR cotton.  It has some distinct disadvantages in that all 
spray applications must be broadcast, applied either by ground or by airplane; and it must be 
harvested with a “stripper” type machine.  Spraying with a ground machine requires that some 
plants are damaged; and the stripper type harvester produces cotton with more trash than the 
spindle picker used in row cotton.  Fields must be free of weeds for a stripper to work properly 
since weeds like cocklebur and morning glory quickly clog the harvester.  Also, the stripper type 
harvester is slower than pickers which are designed to harvest high-yielding cotton whereas a 
stripper works best in cotton that yields in the area of one bale per acre.   .   
 The stripper type harvester has a very important advantage however; it gets virtually all 
of the cotton in a single trip over the field, with very little waste.  A field harvested with a 
stripper is finished when the stripper leaves.  Another advantage is that strippers are much less 
complicated and less expensive than pickers, and will normally last longer than a picker if well 
maintained.  
 Cotton production of any kind is discouraging now since prices are so poor, however it 
has been my goal to show that the system can be used successfully in this area.  It gives farmers 
another option for producing a crop on land that might otherwise not be productive, and it 
generates short-term cash flow as well as conventional row cotton.  The future of a system like 
this is dependent on farm programs and the demand for cotton in the future. 
 There is a lot of room for improvement in the production of UNR cotton.  This system 
could conceivably become the most practical means of growing the crop on many farms as 
varieties are developed to work better with the stripper type harvester, and when the harvester 
itself is improved to suit the field conditions of the eastern cotton belt area.         
